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MEMOIR OF J. M. DA COSTA, M.D., LL.D. 
THE influence of character is far-reaching. It 
makes its impress not only upon the present, but 
also upon the future. Very often it increases as 
time goes on. It is not so much what a man does 
as what he is that raises him high among his asso-
ciates and enables him to mould their opinions 
and guide their conduct. Fortunately, those 
gifts which make for character commonly make 
also for achievement. Such was the case in that 
Fellow of the College concerning whom this brief 
eulogy is written. 
Oliver Wendell Holmes described medicine in a 
happy phrase as " The Silent Profession." Cer-
tainly a life spent in the companionship of books, 
in close observation in the laboratory and at the 
bedside, in incessant toil for the prevention of 
illness and the relief of suffering, affords neither 
time nor opportunity for declamation. Even the 
demonstrations and lectures of the teacher of 
medicine find expression rather in the tones of 
friendly conversation than in those of rhetorical 
display. Nor is medicine dramatic. There is 
neither marching nor countermarching. Its vic-
tories are without pageant, its triumphs without 
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pomp. They are not, however, the less real. 
It has its comedies and its daily tragedies, but they 
are staged without rehearsal and presented with-
out premeditation. There is little matter in the 
life of the physician for story-telling. It is com-
monly a life of quiet toil, self-contained, given to 
personal services, reticent, especially among the 
largest-minded, and, above all, lonely. This we 
see around us and learn from the biographies, 
mostly scanty, and from the autobiographies, 
always written in old age. The career of Edward 
Jenner, who by a single piece of work long and 
well thought out, rescued a world and made his 
name immortal, is conspicuous in the long line 
from the myth-enshrouded fathers of the healing 
art in the Island of Cos to the present time in 
material for the biographer and panegyrist. In 
truth, in the medical profession usefulness is the 
measure of greatness. 
We cherish the memory of the founders and 
early Fellows of the College. Redman, Morgan, 
Shippen, and Benjamin Rush are not mere names 
to us ; they are living personalities. Their influ-
ence is felt in the daily life of this great institu-
tion. What if they be forgotten by a profession 
careless of its traditions and a people ignorant of 
its history ? Here, within these walls, they are 
ever present, living in the work they have done 
and in the succession which they established. So 
with the Fellows of later periods of our history, 
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many of whom seem to us only a little while ago 
to have passed away. Is their memory not sacred 
to us ? Do we not feel their influence ? Think-
ing of them, we realize that it is good to have 
had them here. We need have no fear concern-
ing the memory of our own best ; the future will 
take care of them. To those who come after us 
their lives will be an example, their memory an 
inspiration. But we who have been with them 
hand-to-hand and talked with them face-to-face 
may make them more real to our successors by a 
few words of affectionate remembrance. It is a 
wise and pleasant custom of the College. 
Jacob Mendez Da Costa came of an ancient 
Portuguese family long resident in London. He 
was born on the Island of St. Thomas, in the West 
Indies, on February 7, 1833, and was educated 
in Europe, chiefly in Dresden. During that period 
he acquired a familiarity with Greek and Latin, a 
fine knowledge of classical literature, and a pro-
ficiency in modern languages which served him in 
good stead throughout his life. It is related of 
him that with an excellent knowledge of English 
and familiarity with its literature, his colloquial 
command of our language was at his coming to 
America inferior to that of several Continental 
tongues, especially German and French—a defi-
ciency which in the course of a short period he so 
completely overcame that there remained no trace 
of alien accent in his speech, singularly accurate, 
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graceful, and resourceful, as we all knew it. In 
1849 he came to Philadelphia, where his mother 
was then living, and shortly afterward entered 
upon the study of medicine in the Jefferson Col-
lege and as a student in the office of Professor 
Mutter. The Faculty at that time was composed 
of Robley Dunglison, Huston, Joseph Pancoast, 
John K. Mitchell, Mutter, Charles D. Meigs, 
and Franklin Bache. His diligence in his work 
attracted the attention of his instructors, and it was 
at once an indication of their confidence in him 
and of his early interest in pathological anatomy 
that he was appointed during the second year of 
his course, together with his friend and fellow-
student, John H. Brinton, to demonstrate to such 
members of his class as desired to avail them-
selves of the opportunity the tumors and other 
specimens removed by Professor Mutter at his 
clinics. Those demonstrations were conducted 
twice a week, in the evenings, and were well 
attended. He was graduated in medicine in 
March, 1852, having just entered upon his twen-
tieth year. The title of his thesis was " Cancer 
and Epithelial Growths of the Face." A few 
months later he went to Europe and devoted a 
year to medical studies, chiefly clinical. The 
greater part of this period was passed in Paris, a 
capital which at that time still maintained its 
prestige in clinical medicine and offered peculiar 
attractions to the American student, for as such 
• 
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young Da Costa now regarded himself. He was 
indefatigable in availing himself of the opportuni-
ties at hand. His time was consumed in study 
and attendance upon the clinics. He went regu-
larly to the great hospitals, the Hotel Dieu and 
La Charlie, and often to the Salpetriere, the 
Lourcine, and du Midi. He effected arrange-
ments by which he was enabled to attend the 
meetings of the Academie de Medecine, a privi-
lege not generally extended to youthful strangers. 
With all this work he found time to take lessons 
in water-color painting, in which he acquired a 
degree of proficiency which proved of great use in 
the preparations of the sketches and diagrams soon 
to be required in his own teaching. A review of 
this period of Da Costa's life makes it evident that 
he was already laying broad plans for the future. 
Not yet twenty-one years of age, he was prepared 
to take his destiny in his hands. He would be a 
teacher ; at all events, he would fit himself to be 
one. The talent was inborn. It had shown 
itself in the eagerness with which as Miitter's 
pupil he had undertaken the demonstration of the 
clinical specimens to his fellow-students. Crude 
these early attempts doubtless were—how could 
they have been other than crude ?—yet they were 
the first signs of that rare association of gifts 
which made him in later years the greatest clini-
cal teacher of his time. The one fact that stands 
out clearly is that he was not only eager to know 
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the things that were taught, but that he was even 
more eager to know how they were taught. His 
chief attention was given to pathology and clinical 
medicine, but he interested himself in every branch 
of medicine as it was then taught. Wherever 
there was a great master to be heard, there he 
went as time and opportunity allowed. Oppor-
tunity was far more abundant than time for the 
young student. The medical life of Paris was 
approaching the culmination of nearly a century 
of greatness. There had been great teachers 
before, even greater than then, but rarely, per-
haps never before, such a brilliant group of in-
vestigators and clinicians. Students flocked to 
them from every land. Their writings, either 
in French or in the translations that quickly fol-
lowed their issue from the press, were in the 
hands of the physicians of every civilized country. 
Paris was the capital of the medical world. Robin 
was teaching pathological anatomy and the use of 
the microscope in the study of normal and patho-
logical histology, and, at the age of thirty-two, 
had just published observations upon glandular 
hypertrophies and the anatomical structure of 
erectile tumors. Claude Bernard, then forty, 
was working in physiology and developing experi-
mental medicine, and had already published his 
researches upon the function of the spinal acces-
sory nerve and the sugar-producing function of 
the liver. Valleix was teaching diseases of the 
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newborn, internal pathology, and therapeutics. 
Verneuil was carrying on his studies in visceral 
anatomy and the structure and functions of the 
circulatory organs. Duchenne de Boulogne, forty-
seven years old and full of enthusiasm, was work-
ing out electro-physiological problems and demon-
strating the uses of electricity, and especially of 
galvanism, in therapeutics. Nelaton was teaching 
surgical pathology ; Civiale the diagnosis and 
treatment of diseases of the urinary passages, and 
Ricord venereal diseases, with a wealth of material 
and a positiveness of assertion all his own. Broca 
was teaching morbid anatomy and writing papers 
upon anthropology. Velpeau, the versatile—
anatomist, accoucheur, surgeon, ophthalmologist, 
brilliant teacher, and voluminous writer—who, 
among other curious matters, had some years 
before published a brochure on medicinal injec-
tions into the closed cavities of the body, was at 
the very height of his fame. Such was the school-
ing and such the influences under which young 
Da Costa was preparing himself for a future even 
more useful and brilliant and laying long plans 
for work in his chosen home beyond the Atlantic. 
But greater than the influence of any of these was 
that of the profound and eloquent Trousseau, then 
at the very zenith of his power, and holding the 
younger medical world charmed with those won-
derful lectures and essays which were afterward 
collected in the volumes known as the Clinique 
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Medicate de e 1-16tel Dieu. The impression made 
upon the youthful student by this master was 
without question deep and lasting. Da Costa 
was no mere copyist, particularly in style ; but 
the close observation, the command of the facts, 
the orderly arrangement, the emphasis of impor-
tant points, the graceful use of a rich vocabulary, 
and the telling effect of climax characteristic of 
the discourses of the great French clinician were 
in later years to be recognized in the more terse 
but not less incisive or elegant method of his 
American successor. 
From Paris, Da Costa went to Prague for a brief 
time, where he availed himself of clinical advan-
tages of an unusual character ; thence he proceeded 
to Vienna, and passed some months in the study 
of general pathology and diseases of the heart and 
lungs under Oppolzer and Bamberger, physical 
diagnosis under Skoda, pathological anatomy with 
Rokitansky, and diseases of the skin with Hebra. 
It is easy to imagine the quiet criticism with which 
the eager student contrasted the methods of the 
French school, then at the verge of the decline of 
its popularity, with those of the Viennese, still 
upon the ascendant. It is interesting to observe 
in the choice of masters and subjects at this period 
the drift of his thoughts. No longer uncertainty 
as to surgery or venereal diseases or midwifery, 
but a clear course toward his lifework—patho-
logical anatomy, visceral disease, the heart and 
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lungs, and the diseases of the skin in their rela-
tion to general medicine ; in a word, internal 
medicine in its broadest sense, the greatest of the 
specialties. Upon quitting Vienna he went for 
a brief period again to his beloved Paris, and then 
returned to Philadelphia. 
Here was work ready for him. He was invited 
to take part in the Summer Association for Medi-
cal Instruction, an organization having its loca-
tion in Chant Street, a place of historical interest 
in the medical life of Philadelphia, long famous 
for all kinds of extramural teaching. In this 
work he was associated with men somewhat older 
than himself, but still young, who had already 
attracted attention as teachers and practitioners. 
Prominent among them were John Forsyth Meigs, 
Frank West, the Wallace brothers, Robert 
Bridges, John H. Brinton, and Addinell Hew-
son. To Da Costa was assigned the subject of 
physical diagnosis. In this position he achieved 
an immediate success. His method of teaching 
and his ability as a lecturer attracted great atten-
tion, and the courses were continued for a number 
of years—in fact, until a growing practice and 
the increasing demands upon his time through his 
appointments at the Jefferson College brought 
them to a close. More important, however, were 
the private classes in physical diagnosis and clini-
cal medicine which he organized about this time. 
These were conducted in his offices, and were 
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continued throughout the greater part of the year. 
They were extremely popular, and were largely 
attended by advanced students and young practi-
tioners, not only Philadelphians, but also men 
from the South and West. This form of instruc-
tion served not only to extend the young clini-
cian's growing reputation, but also to popularize, 
to a greater extent, perhaps, than that of any 
contemporary teacher, the methods of physical 
diagnosis, the value of which was only at that 
time beginning to be appreciated by the profession 
at large. 
In 1858 the Chair of the Theory and Practice 
of Medicine in the Jefferson College was made 
vacant by the death of John Kearsley Mitchell, 
and Samuel Henry Dickson, of South Carolina, 
was elected his successor. From this date 
Da Costa became closely identified with the Jef-
ferson College, at first as an instructor of telling 
influence in connection with the Chair of Medi-
cine, subsequently as clinical lecturer, and finally, 
in 1872, as the successor to Professor Dickson in 
the Chair of Practice. He was then thirty-nine 
years old, and had already established himself as 
a successful practitioner, a teacher of the highest 
order, and a trusted consultant. He had mani-
fested from the beginning of his career a deep 
interest in the welfare of the organized profession, 
an-interest which he maintained throughout his 
life. He early became a member of the Ameri- 
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can Medical Association. In 1857 he took an 
active part in the organization of the Pathological 
Society of Philadelphia, and was its President 
from 1864 to 1867. He was corresponding 
member of the Pathological Society of New York, 
and an honorary member of the Medical Society 
of New York and of the Medical Society of Lon-
don. In 1858 he became a Fellow of this Col-
lege, and served as its President in 1884-85 and 
again from 1895-98. He was one of the original 
members of the Association of American Physi-
cians and its President in 1897. But his interest 
in scientific organizations was not confined to those 
composed exclusively of members of the medical 
profession. In 1852 he became a member of the 
Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia, and 
in 1866 a Fellow of the American Philosophical 
Society. He was also a member of the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, the New England 
Historical Society, and other organizations. He 
served as physician to the Episcopal Hospital, to 
the Philadelphia Hospital, and to the Hospital of 
the Jefferson College, and was for many years 
consulting physician to the Children's Hospital. 
He was a member of the staff of the Pennsylvania 
Hospital from 1865 until the time of his death, 
a period of thirty-five years. During this long 
service his interest in that great institution never 
failed. His visits were made with a regularity 
and punctuality with which urgent outside pro- 
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fessional engagements were rarely permitted to 
interfere. His duties to the patients were dis-
charged with consummate skill and faithfulness. 
Many of his most important contributions to the 
literature of medicine were based upon his obser-
vations in the wards of the Pennsylvania Hospital. 
His clinics were models of the finest methods of 
medical instruction—clear, systematic, and im-
pressive. Sometimes they were telling presenta-
tions of familiar phases of disease, often keen 
studies of rare maladies, frequently opportune 
demonstrations of new facts in diagnosis or treat-
ment, but always interesting and instructive. 
They were held, in accordance with the time-
honored usage of the place, at the busiest hour of 
the morning, but the amphitheatre never failed of 
its full audience of eager and attentive students 
and practitioners. His opinion was of great 
weight in the counsels of the managers and of the 
staff, and his advice was constantly sought in 
matters of administration and professional policy. 
But the most important influence of this great 
clinician was that which he exerted upon the long 
line of resident physicians whose good fortune it 
was to serve with him. Some of his earlier resi-
dents are now among our older Fellows ; some of 
his latest have only recently joined our ranks. It 
is needless for me in this audience to dwell upon 
his methods at the bedside, his diagnostic accu-
racy, his skill in the use of remedies, his wide and 
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well-ordered knowledge of medicine, his still 
greater knowledge of men. The living ex-resi-
dents of the Pennsylvania Hospital, most of whom 
are Fellows of this College, pay his memory the 
tribute of gratitude and affectionate remembrance. 
Dr. Da Costa was not a voluminous writer. 
The Athenian passion for going about seeking and 
telling something new, which has become so wide-
spread a malady in the medical body, did not 
touch him. He had other work to do. He dwelt 
upon a loftier intellectual level. Viewed in the 
light of his remarkable influence upon the profes-
sion, the list of the titles of his papers appears 
singularly brief ; yet he did not miss opportunity 
save in the way that every great professional man 
whose time is given to his work must, for the 
very want of time, leave much unsaid that would 
be well worth telling. He wrote when he had 
something to say, and always said it well. What 
I have said of his method as a lecturer may also 
be said of his style as a writer. It was simple, 
natural, lucid, emphatic. His occasional ad-
dresses were graceful and learned. His conver-
sation was most agreeable and suggestive, and 
showed wide reading outside of professional topics 
and a lively interest in current events. He was 
fond of miscellaneous reading, and passed such 
hours as he could command in his library. At one 
period he took a keen interest in the Shakespeare 
Club, and frequently attended its meetings. 
1 
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His early medical papers were pathological : 
"An Inquiry into the Pathological Anatomy of 
Acute Pneumonia," 1855 ; " Cancer of the Pan-
creas," 1857 ; " The Morbid Anatomy and Symp-
toms of Cancer of the Pancreas," 1858. His 
later communications were mostly clinical. They 
covered a wide range of observations, but those 
relating to enteric fever and valvular and func-
tional diseases of the heart outnumbered the others. 
His clinical studies of the derangements of the 
heart in recruits, conducted during the Civil War, 
constituted a most important addition to the pre-
vious knowledge of functional diseases of the 
heart, and have been very properly spoken of as 
epoch-making. They attracted wide attention 
both in this country and in Europe. He had the 
wisdom to write only one treatise—the Medical 
Diagnosis. This remarkable book, unique at the 
time of its publication, appeared in 1864. It 
was, alike in design and execution, a masterpiece 
among text-books, and served to establish his 
growing reputation. Its success was immediate and 
general. During the author's lifetime nine large 
editions, each carefully revised and collated with 
the advances of knowledge, were issued, and the 
work was translated into several foreign languages. 
His breadth of view as a student is apparent in 
such lectures as " The Physicians of the Last 
Century," " Harvey and his Discovery," and 
" Tendencies in Modern Medicine." 
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His writings show throughout literary ability 
of so high an order that we experience a deep 
regret they were not given to us in larger measure 
—a regret that is tempered by the reflection that 
they are nowhere marred by the faults of haste, 
carelessness, or overproduction. May we not 
hope to see his more important papers and ad-
dresses collected in one or more volumes for re-
reading and reference ? 
Da Costa's learning and intellectual gifts and 
his distinguished professional attainments were 
everywhere recognized. The degree of LL.D. 
was conferred upon him by the Jefferson College, 
the University of Pennsylvania, and Harvard 
University, and he was made honorary and corre-
sponding member of many learned and scientific 
organizations ; but among those who came within 
the sphere of his direct personal influence,  there 
was a feeling for him much deeper than the ad-
miration inspired by the recognition of his intel-
lectual superiority and splendid professional gifts. 
The man was greater than the physician or the 
teacher. I have said that character is far-reach-
ing. It is more than this : it makes itself deeply 
felt; it arouses sentiments more lofty and endur-
ing than the admiration which is excited by mere 
ability even of the highest order. In his punc-
tilious regard for duty, directness of purpose, the 
integrity and refinement of his daily life, a delicacy 
of feeling that sometimes seemed carried to an 
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extreme, and the modesty with which he bore 
unusual honors were traits that won for him upon 
every side, and in a high degree, respect, confi-
dence, and affection. The great classes of the 
Jefferson College as students and afterward as 
practitioners held him in the highest honor. As 
a consultant his position in Philadelphia and the 
parts within reach was supreme. He has been 
well spoken of as the physicians' physician—a 
title that means much. To his patients he was 
the ideal doctor. He brought to them the finest 
personal qualities and the highest professional 
skill, and they repaid him with love. 
On January 20, 1892, there came together in 
the house of Dr. Weir Mitchell a little company 
to arrange to do Dr. Da Costa an honor. Some 
were doctors, some were not, but all were his 
friends. The purpose of the meeting was set 
forth in a confidential note, which read thus : 
" In recognition of Professor J. M. Da Costa's 
distinguished labors in medical science, of his 
beneficent services to the community, and of the 
high personal esteem in which he is held, it has 
been proposed by a number of his friends to have 
two portraits painted—one to be presented to the 
College of Physicians of Philadelphia, of which 
he is an ex-President, and the other to the Jeffer-
son Medical College, which for more than a quar-
ter of a century has been the chief arena of his 
medical teaching. To this end the following 
19 
committee, representing these two institutions and 
his friends, has been formed. You are cordially 
invited to become a subscriber to the fund to carry 
into effect this purpose." 
A limited number of these invitations were sent 
to those whom the committee felt sure would be 
glad to co-operate. Scarcely half a week had 
elapsed before the Secretary was obliged to return 
contributions to the donors. The list was already 
full. 
In April, 1860, Dr. Da Costa was married to 
Sarah Frederica Brinton, whose death preceded 
his by many years. Of this union there were two 
sons, one dying in infancy, the other, Charles 
Frederic, now a member of the Philadelphia 
Bar. 
At the close of the session of 1890-91 Profes-
sor Da Costa resigned the Chair of Practice in 
the Jefferson College and was elected Professor 
Emeritus. The succeeding winter he held the 
clinics as he had done before, but at the close of 
that term he withdrew from all active teaching 
except the short course of clinics at the Pennsyl-
vania Hospital. Those he continued to hold until 
his death. His interest in medical teaching, how-
ever, remained active, and in the course of a few 
years he accepted the position of Trustee in the 
University of Pennsylvania. Meanwhile his un-
tiring devotion to his profession did not abate, 
and he worked on to the end. 
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Death came to him quickly on September 11, 
1900, at his country-seat, Ashwood, near Villa 
Nova, and at the close of the day—quickly, but 
not without pain. The attack was the last of a 
series that had extended over several months. In 
the supreme agony the voice of the clinician-
" Just as I expected." 
The fine and gentle presence has passed away, 
but the keen intellect and noble heart remain to 
us. So our great ones come and go. Hail and 
farewell ! 


